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SIC 20 


Preliminary 
At-Sea Report 

(7 October -2 November 1968 


ITINERARY 


1400 

07 

October 1968 

Depart Honolulu, Hawaii 

0900 

14 

October 1968 

Arrive McKean Island 

1200 

31 

October 1968 

Depart McKean Island 

0800 

3 

November 1968 

Arrive Pago Pago, American Samoa 


During October and early November 1968, I was aboard the Scripp's 
vessel R/v ALEXANDER AGASSIZ as a visiting ornithologist for POBSP. 

The primary purpose of the cruise was to perform tide and current studies 
around McKean Island. I conducted at-sea observations between Honolulu 
and McKean Island from 7-13 October 1968 and between McKean and American 
Samoa from ^,1 October to 2 November 1968. During these observations 
covering 778 miles and 71*3 hours, 4 -, 951 birds of 26 species were re¬ 
corded. No adverse weather conditions were encountered during the cruise. 

Since the Scripp’s mission called for a direct cruise without delays, 
I did not attempt to collect birds enroute. 

Bird density was rather low throughout the cruise except for great 
numbers of Wedge-tailed Shearwaters just south of Oahu on 7 October and 
large feeding flocks of Sooty Terns just south of the equator NE of 
McKean on 13 October. The Wedge-tails were undoubtedly from Oahu 
(Manana) since the vast majority of birds were moving in that direction 
throughout the afternoon. The high Sooty Tern density NE of McKean, on 
the other hand, probably did not represent McKean birds. The flocks were 
composed of adults with an estimated 10 percent plus immatures. At this 
time the Large McKean colony was tending eggs or small chicks. Hence 
the at-sea flocks represent a departing colony from one of the other 
Phoenix Islands or possibly from one of the Line Islands. 


SPECIES ACCOUNTS 


Wedge-tailed Shearwater No. of Birds Recorded: 1,080 

(Puffinus pacificus ) No. Light Phase Birds: 1,021 

No. Dark Phase Birds: 58 

Most sightings (78.2 percent) of this species were recorded on 7 
October from Oahu to ca_. 4-0 miles south. One large mixed breeding flock 
(estimated 4-00 Wedgetails, 200 Common Noddies and 150 Red-footed Boobies) 
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was encountered less than 10 miles south of the harbour. Only one per¬ 
cent of the birds seen during 7 October were dark phase; this would be 
about the expected ratio for northern populations. 

On 8 October ( 2 nd day south of Oahu) Wedge-tails were still abundant 
but were associated with Sooty Terns in mixed feeding flocks instead of 
Common Noddies as on the previous day. Dark phase birds throughout this 
day had risen to 15 percent, however, indicating an intermixture of 
southern hemisphere birds. After 8 October only an occasional (usually 
dark-phased) bird was noted. 

Sooty/Slender-billed Shearwater No. of Birds Recorded: 26 

( Puffinus griseus/tenuirostris ) 

The few sightings represent late migration stragglers. All birds 
were headed in a southerly direction. On at least one occasion a bird 
was noted to go by an actively feeding flock of Wedgetails, terns and 
petrels without pausing or changing direction. Sixty-five percent of 
total sightings were recorded on 10 October; a few birds were still re¬ 
corded as late as 1 November. 


Christmas Island Shearwater No. of Birds Recorded: 2 

( Puffinus nativitatus ) 

The only two birds noted during the cruise were recorded on 8 
October in association with mixed Wedge-tail/Sooty Tern feeding congregations. 


Newell’s Shearwater No. of Birds Recorded: 1 

( Puffinus puffinus ) 

The single bird of the cruise was observed with four light-phase 
Wedge-tailed Shearwaters on 8 October about 180 miles S-SW of Oahu. The 
entire group was traveling in a southerly direction. 


Audubon’s Shearwater No. of Birds Recorded: 2 

( Puffinus l’herminierl ). 

The two birds were seen about 10 miles SE of McKean and likely were 
from the large population of that island. Although observations on islands 
show that this species is predominantly a diurnal feeder, very few are ever 
recorded on diurnal at-sea observations. They may deliberately avoid ships. 


Juan Fernandez Petrel No. of Birds Recorded: 5 B 

( Pterodroma externa ) 

The typical wintering distribution of this race was noted during the 
present cruise. Birds usually avoid waters near the main Hawaiian islands; 
none was recorded on 7th of October, just south of Oahu. From 8 to 10 
October birds were common in roughly the area between l 8 ° 30 ’N and 9 ° 30 f N. 
South of this only an occasional bird was recorded. All birds viewed well 
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were the Juan Fernandez race (P.e_. externa ; some of the unidentified 
large Pterodroma may have been the White-necked race (P.e_. cervicalis ) . 

Phoenix Island/Tahiti Petrel No» of Birds Recorded: 6 

( Pterodroma alba/rostrata ) 

The usual few scattered sightings of this bi-species complex were 
recorded. At least two of the three sightings on 12 October were almost 
positively identified to Phoenix Island Petrels. At close range under 
good light the white tracings of the underwings and throat can be seen. 


Mottled Petrel No. of Birds Recorded: 2 k 

( Pterodroma inexpectata ) 

The first sighting of this species occurred on 10 October at 09 ° 50 T N. 
From there south a few birds were recorded each day through 2 November; 
all were moving in fast, direct flight either in southerly or southwest¬ 
erly directions. 


Black-winged Petrel No. of Birds Recorded: 92 

(Pterodroma hypoleuca nigripennis) 

This form had much the same distribution as the Juan Fernandez Petrel 
None was seen just south of Oahu on J Oct., but between 8 to 11 October the 
birds were common. In this respect they ranged commonly farther south(to 
6 °N) than did the Juan Fernandez. Of 67 birds recorded as to flight 
direction, (66 percent) were traveling in SE, S, or SW directions. 

White-winged Petrel No. of Birds Recorded: 6 

( Pterodroma leucoptera ) 

Five scattered sightings of the white-breasted form were recorded 
between 9 ° and 15 °N. A dark breasted individual was recorded on 1 Nov¬ 
ember at 6°33 r S. 


Bulwer's Petrel No. of Birds Recorded: 9 

(Bulweria bulwerii ) 

Occasional scattered sightings of this species were recorded through¬ 
out the cruise and probably represent individuals of both northern and 
southern populations. 

White-rumped Storm Petrel No. of Birds Recorded: 7 

(prob. Oceanodroma leucorhoa ) 

Unusually low density of this group recorded throughout. Four of 
the seven birds were observed at 2 ° 35 t N. I had assumed that high densities 
comparable to the southern grid area were to be found in a broad belt all 
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along the equator, but their scarcity east of the grid during the present 
cruise indicates that this may not be true. The few recorded this trip 
were all considered to be Leach*s. 


Red-tailed Tropicbird No. of Birds Recorded: 9 

(Phaethon rubricauda ) 

This species was recorded fairly commonly on two days: on 9 October 
four were seen at about roughly 1 ^° 30 *N, and on 12 October four others 
were recorded throughout the day (noon position: ca_. 3 °N). Both areas 
are far removed from land and thus no clue is offered as to the birds* 
origins. Two birds were observed feeding over Pilot Whales ( Globice - 
phala ) on 12 October. 


White-tailed Tropicbird No. of Birds Recorded: 9 

( Phaethon lepturus ) 

A few scattered sightings were recorded throughout the cruise and 
probably represent individuals of both northern and southern populations. 
The large Samoan Islands population has apparently finished breeding and 
left the area. Practically none was seen about either American Samoa or 
Upolu, Western Samoa. At other times of year this is one of the con¬ 
spicuous and abundant species on both these islands. 


Blue-faced Booby No. of Birds Recorded: 13 

(Sula dactylatra ) 

All 13 birds were recorded at ca. 10 to 15 miles southeast of McKean 
on 31 October. 


Brown Booby No. of Birds Recorded: k 

(Sula leucogaster ) 

One adult was noted just south of Oahu on 7 October; three other 
adults noted in a huge mixed feeding flock over tuna about 11 miles SE 
of McKean. 


Red-footed Booby No. of Birds Recorded: 183 

(Sula sula ) 

One-hundred sixty-four (90 percent of total sightings) were recorded 
on 7 October ? the first day south of Oahu. The vast majority of these 
were in mixed (Common Noddy, Wedge-tail) feeding flocks. The species 
was not recorded again until sunset on 11 October (6°N) when five im- 
matures and one adult paced the ship for a few miles making unsuccessful 
attempts to land. Usually a few were noted daily thereafter until 31 
October, south of McKean. 















5 


Great Frigatebird ( Fregata minor ) 
Lesser Frigatebird ( Fregata ariel ) 
frigatebird sp. 


No. of Birds Recorded 
No. of Birds Recorded 


Tt 


n 


tf 


10 

91 

21 


Great Frigatebirds were identified with certainty on 7 October just 
south of Oahu and on 13 October close to the equator. Unidentified frigate- 
birds noted on these two days were likely of that species. 

Lesser Frigatebirds were abundant only on 31 October just south of 
McKean and almost certainly were from the large colony present on the 
island at that time. In one large mixed feeding flock containing an 
estimated 85 Lesser Frigatebirds, no parasitism was noted and the frigates 
were feeding over surfacing tuna as intensively as the terns and boobies. 

Golden Plover No. of Birds Recorded: 10 

( Pluvialis dominica ) 

From one to a few birds were recorded each day between 7 and 11 
October. All birds were in nonbreeding plumage and at least a few were 
apparently immature birds which had no previous experience in trans¬ 
pacific flights. Two came aboard in an exhausted condition; both birds 
were exceedingly thin. 


Ruddy Turnstone No. of Birds Recorded: 2 

( Arenaria interpres ) 

The two birds were recorded on 8 October at l 8 0 22 'N. These made no 
attempt to land aboard the ship. 


Sooty Tern No. of Birds Recorded: 2 , 9^4 

( Sterna fuscata ) 

This species was common throughout much of the cruise and accounted 
for 59 percent of total birds recorded. Two broad areas of abundance 
were noted. On 8 and 9 October they were common in mixed flocks with 
Wedge-tails and petrels between l 8 ° 30 r N and 13 ° 15 T N. Immatures were 
frequently noted. On 13 October large feeding flocks were noted through¬ 
out the day T s observations from sunrise until 1100 . Two thousand one- 
hundred fifty-nine were seen during this period; most birds were feeding 
over shoaling tuna. Immatures were more abundant (estimated 10 percent) 
in these flocks than in the northern groups. This high density area 
ranged between the equator and 48 T south. As noted earlier, because of 
the large percentage of immatures in these flocks the birds were consid¬ 
ered not to have been from McKean. 


Common Noddy No. of Birds Recorded: 315 

( Anous stolidus ) 

Practically all birds (ca. 99 percent) were observed in mixed feeding 
flocks with Wedge-tails and Red-footed Boobies on 7 October from Oahu to 

















6 


50 miles S-SW. 


Blue-gray Noddy No. of Birds Recorded: 1 
( Procelsterna cerulea ) 

The single individual was observed in a huge mixed feeding flock ca . 
10 miles SE McKean on 3 ^- October. This species is very seldom ever seen 
far from islands. 


White (Fairy) Tern No. of Birds Recorded: 16 

( Gygis alba ) 

A few scattered sightings were recorded throughout the cruise. 
Largest numbers were seen on 12 and 13 October. On the latter date the 
birds were found with feeding flocks of Sooty Terns* 


Long-tailed Jaeger No. of Birds Recorded: 5 

( Stercorarius longicauda ) 

All jaegers were noted near concentrations of Sooty or Fairy Terns. 
Two light phase, two intermediate phase and one dark phase were recorded. 


Pilot Whale No. of Animals Recorded: 3 

( G1obic ephala sp.) 

The three whales were recorded on 12 October at ca.. 2 ° 10 T N. Two were 
an estimated 20 feet long. One of the individuals rode the bow wave dir¬ 
ectly in front of the ship for a few seconds. 
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TABLE 1. Summary of SIC 20 WON-GRID Pelagic Observations, 7 October - 

2 November 1968 . 


DIURNAL 


Date 

No. Miles 

No. Hours 

No. Birds 

No. Species 

7 October 

33 

3-0 

1,332 

8 

8 

106 

9-6 

392 

14 

9 

99 

9.0 

83 

9 

10 

71 

7-1 

66 

11 

11 

86 

7.8 

51 

13 

12 

97 

8.8 

51 

12 

13 

54 

b-9 

2,200 

9 

31 

b7 

b-3 

6b 8 

11 

1 November 

80 

7-3 

93 

9 

2 

66 

6.0 

29 

6 

TOTAL 

739 

67.8 

b,9b5 

26 

11 October 

39 

NOCTURNAL 

3-5 

6 

2 

GRAND TOTAL 

778 

71.3 

4,951 

26 

TABLE 2. Diurnal Density 

Species Group 

of Species Groups. 

No. Birds 

Birds/lOO sq. mi. 

Percentage 
Total Birds 


Shearwater-Petrel 

1,324 

89 • 6 

26.8 

Storm Petrel 

7 

1.0 

0.1 

Tropicbird 

19 

1.3 

0.4 

Booby 

200 

13-5 

4.0 

Frigatebird 

122 

4.1 

2-5 

Shore bird 

12 

1 . 6 

0.2 

Tern 

3,256 

146-9 

65-9 

Jaeger 

5 

. 0.3 

0.1 

TOTAL 

4,945 

258.3 

100.0 

















TABLE 3 - Diurnal Abundance of Species At-Sea ? 7 October - 2 November 1968 


Species 


No. Birds 


Birds Lin/mi . 


Wedge-tailed Shearwater 
Sooty/Slender-billed Shearwater 
Christmas Island Shearwater 
Newell r s Shearwater 
Audubon 1 s Shearwater 
Juan Fernandez Petrel 
Phoenix Island/Tahitian Petrel 
Mottled Petrel 
Black-winged Petrel 
White-winged Petrel 
Unid. Pterodroma sp. 
Shearwater/petrel 
Bulwer t s Petrel 
White-rumped Storm Petrel 
Red-tailed Tropicbird 
White-tailed Tropicbird 
Tropicbird sp. 

Blue-faced Booby 
Brown Booby 
Red-footed Booby 
Great Frigatebird 
Lesser Frigatebird 
Frigatebird sp. 

Golden Plover 
Ruddy Turnstone 
Sooty Tern 
Common Noddy 
Blue-gray Noddy 
Fairy Tern 
Long-tailed Jaeger 


1,080 

1.46 

26 

0.04 

2 

0.003 

1 

0.001 

2 

0.003 

51 

0.07 

6 

0.01 

2A 

0.03 

92 

0.13 

6 

0.01 

21 

0.03 

4 

0.01 

9 

0.01 

7 

0.01 

9 

0.01 

9 

0.01 

1 

0.001 

13 

0.02 

4 

0.01 

183 

0.25 

10 

0.01 

91 

0.13 

21 

0.03 

10 

0.01 

2 

0.003 

2,924 

4.00 

315 

0.43 

1 

0.001 

16 

0.02 

5 

0.01 


4,945 6.69 


TOTAL 
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TABLE 5 . Abundance of Flocks At-Sea, 7 October - 2 November 1968. 


7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

31 

1 

2 


Date _ No. of Flocks _No 

October 12 

6 

3 

2 

1 

2 

15 

k 

November 2 

1 

TOTALS 


of Birds 

Percent 

Shearwater/Petrel 

Percent 

Tern 

1,252 

61.9 

24.2 

292 

64.4 

35-6 

38 

3 k .2 

65.8 

Ik 

85.7 

14.3 

16 

31-3 

68.7 

12 

8-3 

75-0 

2,189 

0.2 

98.6 

625 

0.0 

8 l .4 

78 

0.0 

97-4 

6 

0.0 

85.3 

522 

22.0 

70.8 










